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UM’S PROSPECTIVE GEOLOGISTS LEARN IN THE FIELD
by
Megan McNamer





Twice each summer around 50 geology students gather at Dillon to 
study the rocks of southwestern Montana.
Most of the students are from the University of Montana and Purdue 
University geology departments but the field camp has drawn participants 
from all over. It has a national and even international reputation as an 
excellent program.
The five-week sessions, filled long in advance, have one ultimate 
goal -- to teach students how to make geologic maps and interpret geology 
in the field. What UM geology chairman Graham Thompson calls a "nose-down, 
tail-up mapping course" gives students the skills that are essential for any 
practicing geologist. And according to Thompson, the chance to acquire these 
skills during the summer field camp proves to be a real advantage when stu­
dents are looking for jobs later on.
"Students are sought after by industry because of the experience qained 
through this course," Thompson said in a recent interview. "When a student 
takes the course after his or her sophomore or junior year, that student can 
almost always get good geological employment the following summer and after 
graduation."
Students learn how to use the Brunton compass and how to read topographic 
maps and aerial photographs. And in Thompson's words, "They learn the process 
of taking the geology off the ground and puttinci i t  on a map. They learn how
I
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to interpret rocks -- how to create three-dimensional jig-saw puzzles in two 
dimensions. That part is where the challenge and the fun begins."
The Dillon area lies in the Rocky Mountain overthrust belt, which is 
a magic phrase these days for anyone in petroleum exploration, according to 
Thompson. A lot of active exploration is taking place in the area and field 
camp students cormonly cross paths with geologists from industry and from the 
United States Geological Survey.
The Dillon field camp has been in operation for five years. Prior to 
that UM students participated in Indiana University's field camp program 
which operated out of Cardwell, Montana. Professors Thompson, Dave Alt and 
Bob Weidman, the present UM Geology Field Station director, all taught in 
that program.
By 1976 the UM geology department had grown too large for the Indiana 
camp. So a separate sunnier field program was formed by the University of 
Montana and Purdue University. UM professor Bob Fields joined Thompson,
Alt, Weidman and Purdue faculty members to teach in a selective locale with 
an excellent geologic setting. Most areas of the camp's study are within 15 
miles of Dillon, but students can st i l l  learn from highly varied and well- 
exposed rock types and formations.
"We don't have to waste time and money driving around, and also don't 
have to mess with the logistics of housing, since Western Montana College in 
Dillon offers room and board to field camp students," said Thompson. "We 
can put all our energies into the course."
Students pay the usual tuition for nine credits plus a transportation 
fee of $75 for five weeks of study. The Dillon field station also serves 
as a research station out of which a number of master's and Ph.D. candidates 
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information comes back into the program from students' subsequent projects.
The summer field camp is required for a degree in aeology from the 
University of Montana. But even if it  were an elective, the practical 
experience it  offers students makes it  a good bet that the rocks of South­
western Montana would not go unmapped.
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